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From the time that specimens of different species of didel- 
phids became available to zoologists there has been confusion 
concerning which names to apply to the various genera and 
species. Uncertainty in regard to the presence or absence of 
a pouch in the different forms still persists also. This paper 
attempts to clear up much of this confusion. 

My investigations as outlined below show that the brown 
four-eyed opossum (currently called Metachirus nudicaudatus) 
totally lacks a pouch. Other characters of this species are pale- 
colored spots above the eyes, a basically reddish-brown colora- 
tion dorsally and little extension of fur onto the base of the tail. 

The gray and black four-eyed opossums (now called Phi- 
lander opossum and Philander mcilhennyi respectively ) possess 
fully developed pouches, also have pale spots above the eyes, 
have basically gray or blackish coloration dorsally and show 
considerable extension of fur onto the base of the tail. 

The generic epithet Philander Tiedemann will be shown 
to apply to the brown four-eyed opossum. This makes Meta- 
chirops Matschie the proper generic epithet for the gray and 
black four-eyed opossums. 

Seba (1734) described and figured opossums designated 
Philander, Opassum, sive Carigueja, Brasiliensis; mas and Phi- 
lander, Americanus, seu Carigueja, cum catulis, saccum ventris 
intrantibus, foemina. The description of the male animal 
reveals that the opossum in question has light tawny spots 
above the eyes and that fur of this color also covers the area 
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around the mouth, the ventral surface, the legs and the feet. 
The upper parts of the body are dark chestnut and the tail is 
covered with hair for a distance equal to the length of a human 
finger. No description of coloration is given for the female 
but the pouch is illustrated and amply described. The copy 
of the Latin-French edition of Seba available to me has un- 
colored plates but ( Mrs.) Ruth M. Farrow (personal communi- 
cation) has informed me that the coloration of both the male 
and female opossums in a Latin-Dutch edition of Seba at 
McGill University essentially agrees with the description given 
for the male. 

Based on the coloration alone, the descriptions and figures 
would leave no doubt that the animal in question is the brown 
four-eyed opossum—the one currently known as Metachirus 
nudicaudatus (£. Geoffroy St.-Hilaire). The extent of the hairy 
covering as described on the tail of the male, and the presence 
of a pouch (figured as containing three young) in the belly 
of the female argue against this determination, however. 

Although other authors have stated that the brown four- 
eyed opossum does not have a pouch, Enders (1935, 1937a, 
1937b) claimed that old females at least have well-developed 
pouches. Examination of thawed lactating specimens with 
young in place sent to the National Museum of Natural History 
have convinced me that brown four-eyed opossums, young or 
old, lack a pouch. Enders (personal communication) has 
recently informed me that he is now convinced that the speci- 
mens he based his conclusions on were woolly opossums 
(Caluromys J. A. Allen) although this does not seem to be 
the case with his (1935) observations on Barro Colorado 
Island. Unfortunately, Enders’ specimens have been discarded 
and cannot have their identifications checked. Statements 
have appeared in the literature to the effect that Caluromys 
lack pouches. Dilford C. Carter (personal communication) 
has informed me that in Caluromys derbianus (Waterhouse) 
at least, full pouch development does occur and this appears 
to be borne out upon examination of dry skins. There is ap- 
parently considerable interspecific variation in this regard, 
however. Living and freshly killed examples of Caluromys 
philander Linnaeus which I examined at Belém, Pará, Brazil 
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possessed rudimentary lateral abdominal folds as the only 
indication of pouch development. Old lactating individuals 
might have shown less equivocal pouch development than 
the individuals I have examined, however. Carter’s and my 
findings support statements made by some (but not all) 
authors concerning differences in pouch development in 
Caluromys. As recently as 1941, Gilmore recognized the 
subgenus Mallodelphys Thomas (which Gilmore and other 
authors have misspelled “Mallodelphis’) containing “Calu- 
romys laniger’ [=C. lanatus (Illiger)] and “[Caluromys] 
derbiana’ [=C. derbianus (Waterhouse)] and stated it is 
characterized in part by a fully developed pouch. Miranda- 
Ribeiro (1936) regarded Mallodelphys as a full genus. Tate 
(1939) stated Mallodelphys and Caluromys “appear to be 
definitely congeneric” and wrote “In both the pouch is reduced 
to simple lateral folds . . .” These statements influenced 
Cabrera (1957) to not recognize Mallodelphys even as a 
subgenus. Gilmore’s view that Mallodelphys is worthy of sub- 
generic recognition is probably correct. 

Absence of a pouch in the brown four-eyed opossum provides 
evidence for my view that it is not as closely related to the 
gray four-eyed opossum as the latter is to the animals now 
known as Didelphis. Cranial characters seem to support this 
view also. Now that the genus containing the gray four-eyed 
opossum has been shown to be polytypic (Gardner and Patton, 
1972) some zoologists may take my suggestion (1972) that 
this genus might be “lumped” with Didelphis (in the current 
sense) somewhat less seriously. Certainly subgeneric sepa- 
ration (at least) seems called for. 

Although the brown four-eyed opossum lacks a pouch, this 
animal has been figured as possessing a structure which could 
be interpreted as a pouch. Schreber (1778, pl. CXLVI. B.) 
depicted an animal called “Didelphys Oposswm Linn. femina.” 
The pose is calculated to show the belly which displays a 
dark brown streak which is probably meant to represent a 
pouch. Actually, specimens of both male and female brown 
opossums may show a midventral streak on the belly. In 
stuffed skins of females this may be caused by stitching 
bringing the sides of the dark mammary region close together. 
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In males, at least, it is caused by a secretion from a midventral 
gland. In an adult male I examined in the Canal Zone I found 
this elongate, relatively dark-colored, somewhat teardrop- 
shaped gland (with the blunt end anterior) was about 80 mm. 
long with its anterior end corresponding in position with the 
posterior end of the sternum. The greatest width was about 
13 mm. The secretion of the gland had stained the overlying 
skin with an orangish color, had stiffened the overlying hairs 
and stained them a buffy orange. The secretion had a (to me) 
extremely strong and disgusting odor. A second gland was 
present on the throat. This gland, about 26 mm. anterior to 
the larger midventral gland terminated anteriorly at the level 
of the anterior end of the sternum. The throat gland was paler 
than the inside surface of the skin, about 28 mm. long and 
about 6 mm. wide. The skin over this gland was completely 
or nearly hairless. The dark-colored groin glands were similar 
to those found in the gray four-eyed opossum and Didelphis 
marsupialis Linnaeus. I have not had the opportunity to inves- 
tigate the nature of these glands in females since I became 
aware of their existence in males. 

Glandular secretions cannot explain the appearance of the 
unequivocal pouch shown in Seba’s figure of the female brown 
opossum. The identities of Seba’s opossums have some im- 
portance from a nomenclatural point of view because Linnaeus 
(1758) gave Seba as the only authority for his description of 
Didelphis Opossum. The actual description given by Lin- 
naeus most closely fits the common gray four-eyed opossum or 
else the animal named Philander mcilhennyi (the black four- 
eyed opossum) by Gardner and Patton (1972). Specimens of 
the latter, however, are much less likely to have reached 
Europe in the eighteenth century and for this reason and 
reasons of nomenclatural stability it is best to regard Linnaeus’ 
Didelphis Opossum as being the common gray four-eyed 
opossum. The combinations of characters described and 
figured by Seba fit no known opossums and the identity of his 
material will almost certainly remain unknown (assuming it 
does not represent an unrecognized species). The identity of 
Philander Tiedemann (1808), however, still presents resolvable 
problems which will be dealt with below. 


Notes on Opossums 395 


In 1698, Tyson discussed the anatomy of a female opossum 
[which must have been the animal now known as Didelphis 
marsupialis virginiana (Kerr)] from Virginia and in 1704, 
Cowper described the anatomy of a male opossum from 
Virginia. 

Buffon (1763) discussed the “sarigue” or “opossum.” Buffon 
concluded, in effect, that all of the earlier references dealing 
with the larger sorts of American opossums referred to one 
and the same animal. Buffon’s “sarigue” is therefore a com- 
posite involving Didelphis, possibly the brown four-eyed 
opossum and probably the common gray four-eyed opossum as 
well. The “sarigue” of Daubenton (1763) in the succeeding 
pages is also a composite. The coloration as given in the text 
seems to resemble that of the brown four-eyed opossum most. 
The length of the haired portion of the tail as described and 
figured is most like that of the common gray four-eyed 
opossum and the proportions of the male shown in plate 45 
resemble those of the latter more than they do those of the 
brown four-eyed opossum. Judging from its shape and the 
large measurements given for it, the skull figured on plate 51 
must be that of a Didelphis. 

Schreber (1778) gave an account of “Didelphys Opossum .. . 
LINN.” Schreber’s synonymy includes names for opossums 
of several genera. His written description, however, gives the 
coloration diagnostic of the brown four-eyed opossum and his 
figures of both sexes also show the same coloration. The 
bodily proportions and distribution of hair on the tail in the 
figure of the male correspond to those of the gray four-eyed 
opossum. The female figured has the bodily proportions of 
the brown four-eyed opossum and the tail, which is long, 
slender, uniformly pale-colored and ventrally naked to its base 
unequivocally confirm this identification. As discussed above, 
the brownish midventral line on the abdomen which might 
be interpreted as the opening of a pouch could be explained 
in another way. Schreber gave the geographic range of the 
animal in question as including Brazil, Perú, Guiana, México, 
Florida, Virginia and the Antilles, which reflects the confusion 
concerning the identity and zoogeography of the larger opos- 
sums at that time. 
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In 1808, Tiedemann described the genus Philander (which 
he attributed to Brisson, 1762) and listed “Das Virginische 
Opossum. P. virginianus (Did. opossum L.)” as the first species 
of the genus to be dealt with. No authority is given for the 
name P. virginianus and there is therefore no particular reason 
to assume that this is not a new name attributable to Tiede- 
mann rather than a citation of Kerr’s (1792) name Didelphis 
virginiana. Tiedemann indicated that “Das Virginische Opos- 
sum” is the same species as those mentioned by Tyson (1698), 
Cowper (1704), Buffon (1763), and Schreber (1778). He 
gave the range as “Virginien, Mexico, Peru u.s.w.” All of this 
indicates a composite creature but his description of the animal 
he had in mind (“Körper réthlich braun. Ueber jedem Auge 
ein gelblich weisser Flecken.”) can only refer to the brown 
four-eyed opossum. 

Burmeister (1856) coined the epithet Philander (a junior 
homonym of Philander Tiedemann) to refer to the woolly 
opossums (now known as Caluromys Allen). Thomas (1888) 
attributed the original authorship of the epithet Philander to 
Tiedemann but regarded Burmeister’s erection of the homonym 
Philander as a restriction of Philander Tiedemann to include 
only the woolly opossums. This interpretation is incorrect. 
Burmeister clearly indicated that he was to be considered 
as author of the epithet Philander. In addition, the woolly 
opossums were not specifically mentioned as being included 
in the genus Philander by Tiedemann. 

In 1900, Rehn concluded that Didelphis opossum Linnaeus 
should be the type-species of Didelphis Linnaeus and stated 
that the proper generic epithet for the larger opossums (pres- 
ently called Didelphis) was Sarigua Muirhead. 

In 1900, Allen claimed that the epithet Philander should 
not be used for any of the opossums. Allen credited the name 
to Brisson (1762). Since the specific contents of Didelphis 
Linnaeus and Philander Brisson were essentially the same, 
Allen suggested that Philander be merely regarded as a junior 
synonym of Didelphis and should be abandoned. Allen claimed 
that Philander Tiedemann should be abandoned for the same 
reasons. Allen’s contention that Philander Tiedemann as 
originally conceived was a mere synonym of Didelphis (in 
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the old sense of including all the opossums) and had the same 
specific contents was more or less correct. This is clearly 
indicated by Tiedemann’s statement that the genus included 
“gegen 10 Arten.” For some reason, Tiedemann listed but 
three of these, one, the brown four-eyed opossum, a Marmosa 
and a Monodelphis. Another claim made by Allen was that 
D.[idelphis] opossum is the type-species of Metachirus. In 
this he was in error. In the original description of Metachirus 
(Burmeister, 1854) the specific epithet opossum does not 
appear [although opossum is included in Metachirus along 
with myosuros and quica in Burmeister (1856) and is the first- 
listed species]. Only two species are mentioned, myosuros 
Temminck and quica Temminck. As myosuros is the first 
mentioned, it should be regarded as the type-species (as has 
been done by a number of authors). It is of interest that 
Temminck (1824) described myosuros as having a fully 
developed pouch. 

In 1916, Matschie erected the genus Metachirops for the 
common gray four-eyed opossum. The first (on p. 262) species 
specifically referred to the new genus was Didelphis quica 
Temminck. Matschie regarded Philander Tiedemann as a syn- 
onym of Didelphis Linnaeus. 

Cabrera (1919) erected the generic epithet Holothylax. It 
is obvious that the name was intended to apply to the 
common gray four-eyed opossum. Cabrera cited Didelphis 
opossum Linnaeus as the type-species. Cabrera treated Phi- 
lander Tiedemann as a senior synonym of Caluromys J. A. 
Allen. An entertaining discussion of the origin of the term 
“Philander” may be found in Cabrera and Yepes (1940). 

Tate (1939) maintained that Tiedemann’s Philander vir- 
ginianus was a Didelphis (as in current usage). He also de- 
clared that Didelphis Linnaeus and Philander Brisson were 
not synonyms. He indicated that if Brisson’s names were 
available then Philander was the proper generic epithet for 
the common gray four-eyed opossum. 

Gilmore (1941) stated the name Philander should date from 
Brisson (1762) and that the name was applicable to the 
common gray four-eyed opossum. 

Hopwood (1947) pointed out that Philander Brisson (1762) 
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is not available owing to the non-binomial nature of Brisson. 
He also pointed out that names dating from Brisson (1762) are 
not available in any event owing to the fact that the latter 
work is essentially a reprint of Brisson (1756) and should, 
therefore, be regarded as pre-Linnaean. Hopwood thought 
that the name Philander should date from Gronovius, 1763 
(which I have not seen). Hopwood followed Thomas (1888) 
in regarding Didelphis philander Linnaeus as the type-species 
of Philander Tiedemann and designated Didelphis philander 
as the type-species of Philander Gronovius. 

In 1949, Hershkovitz concluded the name Philander Tiede- 
mann should be applied to the common gray four-eyed 
opossum. No reasons were given for this action—it was merely 
stated that this was clearly the obvious course to take if one 
reads Tiedemann’s description and synonymy. In spite of this, 
subsequent authors have followed Hershkovitz. Concerning 
the type-species of Philander Tiedemann, Hershkovitz wrote 
“As P. virginianus is virtually tautonymic [?], it is here desig- 
nated genotype of Philander Tiedemann.” He pointed out that 
since the names of Brisson and Gronovius are unavailable, the 
earliest authorship for Philander is that of Tiedemann. 

Owing to the fact that the generic epithet Philander Tiede- 
mann 1808 has not been applied to the proper animal (namely, 
the one presently known as Metachirus nudicaudatus) but 
has been applied in a most confusing manner to a number of 
different kinds of animals it would probably be best if it be 
suppressed. If this course of action meets with approval, a 
formal proposal will be drawn up for consideration by the 
International Commission on Zoological Nomenclature. 

Metachirops Matschie 1916 is the proper generic epithet for 
the gray and black four-eyed opossums. Although Hersh- 
kovitz (1949) stated that Didelphis opossum Linnaeus was the 
type-species of Metachirops, D.[idelphis] quica was the only 
species mentioned on the occasion of the first proposal of the 
name (Matschie, op. cit., p. 262). On p. 268, Matschie listed 
nine specific epithets to go with his Metachirops. One of these 
(the fifth) is opossum. Since I have been unable to find a 
formal proposal of a species to be regarded as the type-species 
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of Metachirops and all evidence points to quica as being the 
most reasonable species to be so designated, Didelphis quica 
Temminck (1824) is here declared to be the type-species of 
Metachirops Matschie. In this regard, it should be noted that 
Hall and Kelson (1959) listed quica as the type although 
without explanation. Since the name Metachirops came into 
rather general use for the gray four-eyed opossum prior to 
Gilmore (1941) this name is the most desirable epithet for 
this animal for reasons other than sheer “legality.” 

I am grateful to Dr. Robert K. Enders who has been most 
helpful to me throughout this study. Dr. Dilford C. Carter and 
(Mrs.) Ruth M. Farrow supplied me with useful infor- 
mation and Dr. Hannelore E. Hinsch supplied the frozen 
opossums which were critical to my conclusions. Duane A. 
Schlitter, Drs. Charles O. Handley, Jr., and Karl F. Koopman 
kindly read the manuscript and made useful suggestions. The 
research upon which this publication is based was performed 
pursuant to Contract No. PH-43-67-59 with the National In- 
stitutes of Health, Public Health Service, Department of 
Health, Education and Welfare. 
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